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of Virginia’s governor Tim Kaine to 
sign a bill banning the use of certain 
state funds for embryonic stem cell 
research. This move has an ironic 
twist as Obama nominated Kaine as 
chairman of the Democratic National 
Committee, a position he will take on 
full time when his term as governor 
expires next January. 
A new member of the stem 
cell club, Brazil, is now 
 beginning to reap the rewards 
of permissive legislation 
 introduced in 2005 against 
strong opposition from the 
Catholic church... the Brazilian 
government has now launched 
a major funding initiative for 
stem cell research
In Germany, production of and 
research with new stem cell lines 
are still off limits, but in April 2008 
the Bundestag moved the time limit 
forward to May 1 2007, so all stem 
cell lines created before that date can 
be imported and used for research. 
Focusing its efforts on a slightly less 
controversial part of the bioethics 
field, the Bundestag recently passed 
a new law regulating the use of 
genetic diagnostics. Jochen Graw, a 
board member of Germany’s Society 
for Genetics (GfG) was less than 
impressed by the draft legislation, 
complaining that it introduced 
unnecessary complications on 
one side, while failing to grasp the 
distinction between genotype and 
phenotype on the other. 
A new member in the stem cell 
club, Brazil, is now beginning to 
reap the rewards of permissive 
legislation introduced in 2005 against 
strong opposition from the Catholic 
church. Following last year’s victory 
in the Supreme Federal Court, which 
upheld the legislation, the Brazilian 
government has now launched a 
major funding initiative for stem cell 
research. First successes include a 
home-grown new stem cell line, and 
the development of a new method of 
growing human ES cells in bioreactors. 
Michael Gross is a science writer based at 
Oxford. He can be contacted via his web 
page at www.michaelgross.co.ukBritain was quite slow to take up the 
new method of ringing birds to glean 
information about their migrations. 
Hans Christian Cornelius Mortensen, 
a teacher in Viborg, Denmark, was 
the first person systematically to 
ring birds in 1899. He ringed 165 
young starlings with numbered and 
addressed rings hoping that some of 
the birds would be found and the rings 
returned with information about when 
and where the birds had travelled. 
The experiment was a success and 
the next year the first results were 
published.
It’s the centenary of the first bird 
ringing that led to information about 
the extraordinary migration of the 
swallow. Nigel Williams reports.
Swallow surprise The method attracted much attention abroad and in the following 
years many countries started to ring 
birds and establish ringing centres.
But it was not until 1909 that 
a ringing scheme in Britain was 
established. Originally there were 
two schemes, one run by the journal 
British Birds, instigated by the editor, 
Harry Forbes Witherby, and one 
at Aberdeen University, started by 
Arthur Landsborough Thomson.
But the first startling revelation 
came with a young swallow ringed 
by a wildlife enthusiast, John 
Masefield, a solicitor in central 
England in May 1911. In December 
1912, Witherby was sent a letter from 
Natal in South Africa saying the bird 
carrying the ring had been caught in 
a farmhouse. 
“That this swallow breeding in 
the far west of Europe should have Winging it: Through a ringing programme, researchers were astonished that the swallow, a 




There is a growing threat to the 
so- called coral triangle in south-east 
Asia — home to 3,000 fish species 
and 40 per cent of the planet’s most 
significant marine environment. 
Pollution and deforestation have 
already caused significant damage and 
these and other threats may destroy all 
the coral reefs by the end of the century 
according to Ove Hoegh-Guldberg, 
director of the Centre of Marine Studies 
at the University of Queensland and 
lead author in a new Worldwide Fund 
for Nature (WWF) report*.
The coral triangle covers an area the 
size of the US and is home to more 
than 35 per cent of coral reef fish 
and 30 per cent of the world’s corals. 
“More marine species exist in the 
coral triangle than are found in all the 
other tropical oceans put together,” 
the report says.
“This report delivers a sombre 
warning that action must be 
taken immediately. There 
are a number of actions 
 discussed which, if imple-
mented by regional and world 
leaders, will avoid this crisis.”
The coral triangle spans Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Papua New Guinea, the 
Philippines, Solomon Islands and 
Timor-Leste and comprises 18,500 
islands rich in mountain forests and 
woodlands. The escalation of modern 
practices, such as deforestation, 
coastal reclamation, destructive 
fishing and the pumping of pollution 
and sewage into the sea, over the 
past 40 years has already destroyed 
about 40 per cent of coral reefs 
and mangroves. If such practices 
are unchecked, half the species in 
the coral triangle will continue to 
disappear at a rate of 1–2 per cent a 
year, the report says. “This may sound 
alarming but this is not alarmist. 
This is probably what we are going 
to experience if we don’t get our act 
together,” says Hoegh-Guldberg.
The rich coral reefs of south-east 
Asia are under increasing threat from 
human activity and climate change. 
Nigel Williams reports.
Coral fearsreached so far to the south-east of Africa as Natal, seems to me 
extraordinary”, wrote Witherby.
The primary purpose of bird ringing 
was to map bird migration, and much 
information about migration routes 
and winter and summer destinations 
has been obtained over the past 
century.
Ringing is still based on the 
original principles but techniques 
have been refined and improved. And 
researchers have shown that many 
other aspects of bird biology can be 
informed by ringing.
When ringing began, it was known 
that birds migrated. People had 
noticed that up to a quarter of 
species in northern Europe, 
ranging from the swallow, cuckoo, 
nightingale and warblers, appeared 
in the spring and, after breeding, 
disappeared in the autumn. It 
was assumed they were going 
somewhere warmer for the winter 
but no one knew quite where until 
the beginning of ringing. And no 
one had any idea how far swallows 
travelled until that first ring on 
John Masefield’s bird was found in 
Natal. The writer, Michael McCarthy, 
recounts in a new book Say Goodbye 
to the Cuckoo the letter Witherby 
received from the proprietor of the 
Grand Hotel, Utrecht, Natal. “Dear 
Sir, On December 23, a swallow was 
caught in the farmhouse of the farm 
Roodeyand, 18 miles from this town, 
with a metal ring around round its 
leg, with the words Witherby, High 
Holborn, London and on the other 
side B830... As I am interested in 
birds of any sort and the migration of 
the same, I shall be glad to know if 
you receive this letter safely.”
The revelation was stunning that 
such a small bird, iconic of the arrival 
of the northern summer for many 
cultures, could travel so far. Swallows 
have been revered for centuries: a 
picture of a pair in flight has been 
discovered on a Minoan wall painting 
found in Santorini, Greece, created 
almost 4,000 years ago.
“At a stroke it was revealed that 
swallows breeding in the British 
Isles migrated to winter in South 
Africa, something even today we 
find hard to credit,” writes McCarthy. 
But, while ringing programmes have 
revealed much about the winter 
destinations of the swallow, little is 
still known about the winter locations 
of swifts and house martins — only two ringed house martins have been 
recorded — in Senegal and Nigeria. 
With climate change, ringing 
programmes can throw new light 
on bird behaviour. Since the 1970s 
blackcaps, which normally winter 
around the Mediterranean, were 
increasingly wintering in Britain. It 
was thought that summer visitors 
were just staying put, but ringing 
programmes revealed that the 
winter birds were from continental 
Europe and had decided to migrate 
west rather than south and milder 
winters meant they were able to find 
sufficient food.
Another outcome of ringing 
programmes has been to reveal the 
longevity of some birds. A number of 
seabirds ringed around the coast of 
Britain have been found alive after 40 
years: one manx shearwater ringed 
as a chick on Bardsey Island in north 
Wales was recorded 51 years later. 
And the distances travelled by such 
birds are staggering: this bird would 
have spent each winter off the coast 
of southern Argentina, covering a 
distance of 1.5 million kilometres in 
its lifetime.
Other revelations from ringing 
programmes include an Arctic tern 
ringed in Anglesey, north Wales, in 
June 1966 that was found dead six 
months later in New South Wales, 
Australia, 11,300 miles away.
And, in another new book 
celebrating bird migrations, the 
travel writer Horatio Clare on seeing 
the arrival of swallows one spring in 
south Wales decided to follow their 
journey from South Africa to the UK. 
Crossing 14 countries he followed 
members of the ‘swarm’ of birds he 
found in Blomfontein that returned to 
Wales. His book — A Single Swallow: 
An Epic Journey from South Africa 
to South Wales — is more romantic 
than scientific, but celebrates the 
return of these birds to Europe as the 
Minoans did millennia ago. 
More practically, the British Trust 
for Ornithology (BTO) focus on the 
population data to be gathered 
from ringing. “We are interested in 
demographics: births and deaths... 
productivity and survival. Collection 
of this kind of information allows us 
to look in detail at what is happening 
to populations. Population declines 
are often caused by changes in just 
one part of a bird’s life,” the BTO say, 
and believe ringing programmes can 
provide vital insight.
